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When Plentiful Platforms Pay Off: Assessment Orientation Moderates the Effect of 
Assortment Size on Choice Engagement and Product Valuation 
Abstract 
Popular digital platforms, such as Netflix and GrubHub, purposefully aggregate 
offerings, according to the premise that customers value products chosen from plentiful 
assortments. Yet academic literature provides little clarity about when, for whom, or how 
larger online retail assortments affect the value of the products. To provide new insights, the 
current article aims to address ambiguous extant findings about the effects of larger product 
assortments. Specifically, this research tests whether customers with high, as opposed to low, 
assessment orientation value products more when they have chosen them from larger, as 
opposed to smaller, assortments. Four experiments affirm this idea, such that customers with 
a high assessment orientation value products more when they have chosen them from 
platforms with relatively larger assortments. Sequential mediation of the effect occurs 
through increased choice engagement and attitude certainty. For managers, customer 
segmentation along the assessment dimension offers benefits, while assessment type 
marketing communications can increase the likelihood of product selection, like in our field 
study, where we find an increase of 27%. 
Keywords: Assortment size, Choice overload, Retail platform, Assessment orientation, Value 
from fit, Choice engagement  
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Introduction 
The contemporary retail landscape increasingly features digital platforms—digital 
intermediaries that enable economic transactions between two sets of agents, such as retailers 
and customers (Sriram et al. 2014)—that aggregate extensive assortments. Amazon, iTunes, 
and Google Play dominate their respective fields; other providers are prominent in their 
respective sectors. For example, for food delivery, GrubHub and Seamless compete to 
present customers with the greatest variety of appetizers, main courses, and desserts. In the 
entertainment market, Netflix and Hulu work to engage consumers with a vast range of 
movies, and in the travel market, Trivago and Booking.com advertise the number of hotels 
they have available. These practices suggest the conventional wisdom that assortment size 
really matters when it comes to online retailing.  
Yet the actual effects of large assortments on customer engagement, product valuation, 
and product choice remain ambiguous. For example, most digital platforms claim that their 
increased assortments drive customer choice, foster decision making, and boost customer 
spending (Ungerleider 2014). Yet intuitively, too many options may leave customers 
uncertain about their selection, driving them to devalue any choice they make. Although 
Amazon’s generous assortment enables it to present customers with the offerings they value 
most (Edelman 2014), customers also might encounter an abundance of options but don't end 
up purchasing any of them (Iyengar and Lepper 2000). Whereas grocery shoppers might pay 
a premium for products purchased from online grocers such as Instacart and Freshdirect that 
enable them to compare a wealth of options for peanut butter, pancake mix, or potato chips 
(Kadet 2014), some online grocers have increased their sales by eliminating options from 
their assortment (Boatwright and Nunes 2001).  
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In empirical research, the focus has mainly been on either positive or negative effects, 
often with the assumption that the negative effects of large assortments stem from consumers’ 
aversion to making comparisons (Chernev 2003; Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2015; 
Shugan 1980; Xu, Jiang, and Dhar 2013). Also meta-analyses do not provide conclusive 
results about the effect (Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2015; Scheibehenne, 
Greifeneder, and Todd 2010), and few studies explore potential moderators of consumers’ 
reactions to large assortments (Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2010; Spassova and Isen 
2013). Yet customers who have a strong interest in comparing and evaluating options, whom 
we refer to as high assessors, likely prefer to make multiple comparisons among multiple 
options to find the best choice, unlike consumers without such an interest (i.e., low assessors).  
Considering the significance of assortment decisions for both practice and research, 
we seek to address several challenging research questions with this article. In particular, how 
can digital platforms identify and target customers who assign more value to products chosen 
from larger assortments, compared with those who do not? Which customers should retailers 
with small or large assortments target to achieve higher product valuation? Can managers 
match their marketing communications to the assortment and thereby to increase the 
likelihood of product selection? Finally, what underlying psychological mechanism drives 
value judgments across different assortment sizes? Such questions motivate our studies; 
which lead to a number of contributions that inform the ongoing debate around the above 
questions. 
First, we show that some customers appear to show a clear preference for products 
they have chosen from larger assortments. Segmenting customers according to their 
assessment orientation in turn can have important effects. Online platforms such as Seamless 
or iTunes can adjust the breadth and depth of their assortment easily, similar to the way they 
tailor product recommendations to customer tastes. In so doing, they can increase their 
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customers’ willingness to spend. This finding also is relevant for emergent or local platforms 
with smaller assortments, which can encourage customer spending and the likelihood of 
product selection by targeting customer segments dominated by low assessors. 
Second, assessment is not solely an innate trait to be discovered. It also is susceptible 
to priming through marketing communications. We show that priming assessment orientation 
with an advertisement can lead to higher inclinations to spend money for products that have 
been selected from a large assortment. A field study also shows that when assortments are 
increased, assessment type banner ads increase the likelihood of product selection by 27%. If 
digital platforms with large assortments can get customers to think like high assessors, they 
might improve perceptions of value.  
Finally, we elaborate on the process by which assortment size influences spending 
inclinations. We show that engagement in decision-making and attitude certainty explain a 
significant part of the variance in customers’ valuation of a product chosen from a given 
assortment. Managers can facilitate this process in several ways, such as including reviews 
that appear consistent, which then enhances attitude certainty (Rucker et al. 2014). 
Conceptual Background 
The ongoing debate about assortment levels often cites a dichotomy between the 
“more-is-better” view (Baumol and Ide 1956) and the threat of “choice overload” (Iyengar 
and Lepper 2000). According to the former view, large assortments should benefit customers, 
because they provide more opportunities to serve heterogeneous customer preferences 
(Baumol and Ide 1956). Large assortments have been found to increase anticipated 
consumption utility, actual consumption (Kahn and Wansink 2004), purchase likelihood 
(Koelemeijer and Oppewal 1999), and the ease of making comparisons among options 
(Hutchinson 2005). However, other studies indicate that large retail assortments tend to 
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decrease purchases (Iyengar and Lepper 2000), reduce decision satisfaction (Haynes 2009; 
Schwartz 2000), and increase choice difficulty (Fasolo, Carmeci, and Misuraca 2009). These 
studies argue for the choice overload view. Meta-analyses, designed to resolve this ambiguity, 
have offered inconclusive results. Some argue that large assortments exert an effect (Chernev, 
Böckenholt and Goodman 2015) and others claim they do not (Scheibehenne, Greifeneder, 
and Todd 2010).  
Recent research has made some progress in integrating these positions, by showing 
that as the size of the assortment increases, the costs of choosing from a large assortment rise 
faster than its benefits, resulting in an inverted U-shaped relationship between assortment size 
and choice satisfaction (Lenton, Fasolo, and Todd 2008; Reutskaja and Hogarth 2009; Shah 
and Wolford 2007). A related line of investigation notes that consumers may be averse to 
making comparisons (Chernev 2003; Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2015; Shugan 
1980; Xu, Jiang, and Dhar 2013), which could help explain the asymmetric increases in costs 
and benefits as assortments increase in size. Yet the debate continues; meta-analyses have 
revealed that the U-shaped relationship between assortment size and choice satisfaction does 
not explain all of the variance (Scheibehenne, Greifeneder, and Todd 2010). Moreover, the 
notion of a universally negative comparison experience is questionable. Studies in related 
literatures clearly show that some consumers might be relatively more willing or interested in 
making comparisons (Kruglanski et al. 2000, 2013). Accordingly, several researchers have 
called for further investigations of various factors that might increase consumers’ valuation 
of products when they have chosen them from large assortments (Chernev, Böckenholt, and 
Goodman 2010; Scheibehenne, Greifeneder, and Todd 2009). In an attempt to introduce such 
factors, we take a novel theoretical perspective on assortment-related questions. 
Regulatory Mode  
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Regulatory mode theory (Higgins, Kruglanski, and Pierro 2003; Kruglanski et al. 
2000) proposes that consumers pursue their goals by adopting assessment and locomotion 
orientations. An assessment orientation implies a motivation to evaluate available alternatives 
to improve decision quality and make the best choice (Kruglanski et al. 2000). Consumers 
with high assessment orientation prefer to review and compare as many options as possible 
before making a decision; if they are choosing a movie to stream for example, they read the 
reviews of each movie available. They feel good about making sure that they choose the 
option with the best attributes overall, so they compare with all alternative options 
(Kruglanski et al. 2000). If people have a low assessment orientation though, they do not 
exhibit this emphasis and feel comfortable with their decision even without as many 
comparisons. When low assessors choose a movie to stream, they might look briefly at the 
average ratings, rather than reading each review. As a motivation, an assessment orientation 
implies that some consumers, but not all of them, become disengaged during the process of 
making comparisons (Kruglanski et al. 2000). Finally, regulatory mode theory offers a way to 
identify individual differences in assessors using established measures (Kruglanski et al. 
2000) or to prime assessment orientation as a temporary state (Avnet and Higgins 2003).1  
Regulatory Fit and Value 
Pursuing a goal, such as a purchase, in a manner that fits with the customer’s 
motivation intensifies the experience of not only of the decision process but also the outcome 
(Higgins 2000, 2006). Thus high assessment customers might value products chosen from a 
																																																								
1 Locomotion pertains to progressing in the decision process (as immortalized in the Nike slogan “Just do it”; 
Kruglanski et al. 2000). It is distinct from low assessment, in that locomotion implies an orientation toward 
initiating and maintaining progress in a straightforward, direct, uninterrupted manner (Kruglanski et al. 2000). 
Consumers with high locomotion orientations feel good about making decisions. They just want to select a 
movie, so that they can move on to invite friends and order dinner. The way locomotion is described in the 
literature does not reference a motivation for comparison. Accordingly, if the preference for comparison drives 
customers’ relation to given assortment size; locomotion should not affect that relation.  
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larger assortment, because they can make more comparisons. This link implies the concept of 
regulatory fit.  
Regulatory fit theory offers a particular definition of value as an experience of 
attraction toward the positive outcome of the goal pursuit, such as choosing a desired product 
(Higgins 2006; Higgins and Scholer 2009). If the environment matches the motivation, the 
person pays closer attention to the choice, and thus, its attractiveness looms larger (Higgins 
2006; Higgins and Scholer 2009). In turn, the process of making comparisons among 
multiple options may result in value for the chosen option, due to the regulatory fit it offers to 
consumers who have high assessment orientations. By extension, this valuation may increase 
their willingness to pay (WTP)2. 
The connection of regulatory fit with increased value has been demonstrated by Avnet 
and Higgins (2003), who experimentally induced either a locomotion or an assessment 
orientation among participants in their experiment, then manipulated different choice 
strategies. Specifically, half of the locomotion participants and half of the assessment 
participants received instructions to eliminate the worst alternative in each phase until only 
one alternative remained, according to a progressive elimination strategy. The other half 
were told to make comparisons among all the alternatives on all the attributes, then choose 
the one with the best attributes overall, according to a full evaluation strategy. The results 
showed that a progressive elimination strategy steadily restricted the number of comparisons 
available, suggesting a poor fit with assessment. In contrast, the full evaluation strategy, by 
allowing for all possible comparisons, fit an assessment orientation. In turn, these authors 
																																																								
2 Note that value as described in Higgins (2006) is defined as attraction towards an outcome. In our case, the 
outcome is a product chosen from a particular assortment. Because attraction can be thought of as a motivation 
(Higgins 2006) we can conceptualize the value of a product as the strength of the motivation to possess it. In our 
studies, we link the motivational interpretation of value with traditional definitions based on WTP to show that 
they are consistent.	
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show that a dominant option (i.e., all participants were likely to make the same choice by the 
end of the experiment) evoked greater WTP when the decision strategy matched the 
participants’ experimentally induced orientation. That is, people in the assessment condition 
who engaged in the full evaluation strategy offered more money to buy the same product than 
did assessors who adopted the progressive elimination strategy. In essence, participants paid 
more for the same product when they could use their preferred decision strategy.  
Similar to the experimental full evaluation strategy, a large assortment increases the 
availability of comparisons. Although some previous literature suggests that comparisons 
lead to choice overload (Chernev 2003; Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2015; Shugan 
1980; Xu, Jiang, and Dhar 2013), regulatory mode and fit theory offer an important 
qualification to this generalization, because customers likely respond to increased 
comparisons according to their assessment orientation. High assessors should exhibit a 
greater preference for more comparisons, such that they may feel better about the choices 
they make from large product assortments and potentially indicate higher WTP.  
Building on regulatory mode and regulatory fit, we predict that customers may value 
products more as a result of an increased assortment level when they exhibit a high 
assessment orientation, or they may respond negatively when they have a low assessment 
orientation. Furthermore, we anticipate that the influences of such regulatory fit might be 
mediated sequentially by two key functions: engagement and attitude certainty. 
Mediation Effects 
Engagement. In describing how value derives from regulatory fit, this theory 
references engagement as a key factor (Higgins 2006), defined as "sustained attention in goal 
pursuit—a state of concentration, absorption, or engrossment in an activity, including the 
activity of making a choice” (p.102; Higgins and Scholer 2009). When people are more 
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engaged in goal pursuit, they attribute more value to the goal, such that paying closer 
attention to a choice process should strengthen people’s attraction to the ultimately chosen 
product (Higgins 2006). Prior studies confirm that engagement amplifies judgments of 
attraction to positive outcomes (Higgins 2006; Higgins and Scholer 2009; Keeling et al. 
2013; Lee, Keller, and Sternthal 2010; Pierro et al. 2013b); accordingly, we posit that the fit 
that a high assessor experiences due to a larger assortment (i.e., assortment–assessment fit) 
may enhance customer engagement, which in turn increases WTP (Pierro et al. 2013b).  
In support of this prediction, Pierro et al. (2013b) affirm that the effect of regulatory 
fit on evaluations is mediated by participants’ self-reported engagement with the message in 
an advertising context. These authors both induce (their Study 1) and measure (their Study 2) 
assessment and locomotion orientations, then assign half of the participants to see an 
advertisement that fit with high assessment orientation, while the other half viewed an 
advertisement that fit with high locomotion orientation. Those who experienced regulatory fit 
reported better advertising evaluations, mediated by their level of engagement. We similarly 
expect that engagement mediates the impact of regulatory fit on customers’ WTP.  
Attitude Certainty. However, we also note some differences between our conjecture 
and the effects reported by Pierro et al. (2013b). Engagement with a persuasive advertising 
message is a conventional process, seemingly more so than engagement with a product due to 
the assortment level. In particular, value judgments often reflect the uncertainty inherent to 
decision making, especially uncertainty about product performance (Edwards 1954; Von 
Neumann and Morgenstern 1947). In contrast, attitude certainty implies confidence in the 
correctness of an attitude toward a product or service (Krosnick et al. 1993).  
We propose that customers who experience high engagement because of the 
regulatory fit they experience during their choice process also feel more certain about their 
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attitudes toward the chosen product. Previous persuasion literature already has shown that 
engagement due to regulatory fit can increase the certainty with which customers hold 
attitudes (Avnet, Laufer, and Higgins, 2013; Cesario, Grant, and Higgins 2004). However, 
the link between regulatory fit and attitude certainty has not been explored in customer 
decision-making contexts, possibly because it requires an additional conjecture to complete 
this conceptual prediction. Thinking of engagement as sustained attention helps to understand 
this relationship: i.e., “I paid more attention during the decision, so I feel more certain than if 
I paid less attention”. Noting the effects of this simple heuristic, we anticipate an indirect role 
of attitude certainty and predict that attitude certainty varies across customers who confront 
the same assortment size. 
 In turn, it is a small step from attitude certainty to value. Standard economic models 
and psychology literature suggest that reduced choice uncertainty increases the utility of a 
chosen product (Edwards 1954; Von Neumann and Morgenstern 1947). Attitude certainty 
also relates to attitude intensity (Krosnick et al. 1993; Matthes, Rios Morrison, and Schemer 
2010), such that it can intensify the value experience (Pham and Avnet 2009), as highlighted 
in research that acknowledges that managers care about not just the valence but also the 
certainty of consumers’ attitudes (Berger and Mitchell 1989; Wan et al. 2010). Accordingly, 
we anticipate that attitude certainty mediates the effect by which engagement due to 
regulatory fit intensifies value.  
Hypotheses 
Regulatory fit between an assortment level and the consumer’s assessment orientation 
should enhance the value of a chosen product. We contend that the process that leads to this 
increase in value involves increased engagement, as a result of regulatory fit, which then 
causes greater perceptions of certainty in the decision outcome (Figure 1). Customers do not 
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always react negatively to comparisons, even if they confront larger assortments, because 
making more comparisons with larger assortments is a regulatory fit for individuals who are 
high in assessment, because it strengthens engagement with the decision process and thereby 
increases attitude certainty. Formally,  
H1: Shoppers with a high assessment orientation value a product more when they 
have chosen it from a larger product assortment. 
H2: Shoppers with a high assessment orientation are more engaged in a choice when 
they choose from a larger product assortment. 
H3: (a) Engagement mediates the relationship between assortment–assessment fit and 
product valuation, and then (b) sequentially, attitude certainty mediates the 
relationship between engagement and product valuation. 
Insert figure 1 about here 
An Alternative Account Based on Effort 
In building the arguments summarized in our preceding hypotheses, we focused 
mainly on engagement as a state of sustained attention, which offers a possible surrogate 
indicator of decision quality. Another potentially important indicator is effort, defined as the 
cognitive resources invested in a task (Bettman, Johnson, and Payne 1990). Extensive 
literature relates effort to value judgments (e.g., Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2011). Recent 
findings suggest that priming an assessment orientation results in greater effort investments 
in cognitively demanding tasks (Mauro et al. 2009). Also changes in the assortment size must 
affect the effort required to process the information (Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 
2015), such that the combination of large assortments and a high assessment orientation 
might increase the amount of effort invested in the choice process, which in turn could 
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increase value perceptions. In retail settings, assessors might expend more effort to deal with 
large assortments, which would influence their perceptions of the value of their choice 
(Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2011). This is important as consumers might justify the effort 
they have devoted to the comparison by developing more positive perceptions of the value of 
their choice (Aronson and Mills 1959; Festinger 1957).  
Without sufficient conceptual grounds, we cannot explicitly exclude this alternative 
conjecture. However, our original engagement hypothesis is informative because it manifests 
a regulatory fit process; the effort hypothesis instead offers an alternative theoretical frame. 
To isolate the predicted regulatory fit effect, we therefore control empirically for effort as an 
alternative mediator.  
Overview of Studies  
With four related studies, we test whether the size of an assortment interacts with 
customers’ orientations to affect their judgments of product value (H1). We rely on 
established measures of assessment orientation (Studies 1 and 3), similar to what actual 
managers might use to identify low and high assessor market segments. We also prime 
assessment orientation (Studies 2 and 4), for instance by using advertisements and thus 
suggest a potential intervention that managers can use to influence consumers’ decision 
process.  
In developing these four studies, we also focus on the underlying mechanisms that 
might explain regulatory fit effects on value perceptions. In Studies 1 and 2, we consider the 
alternative mediating role of effort. Study 3 provides tests of the effect of regulatory fit on 
engagement (H2), as well as the serial mediation that includes engagement (H3a) and attitude 
certainty (H3b). Finally, with Study 4 we examine the effect of assortment–assessment fit on 
actual customer behavior on a real digital platform.  
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Study 1: Assessment Orientation and Assortment Sizes 
 Study 1 tests our prediction in H1 that, contrary to the conventional wisdom that 
comparisons in large assortments are aversive (Chernev 2003; Chernev, Böckenholt, and 
Goodman 2015; Shugan 1980; Xu, Jiang, and Dhar 2013), large assortments might increase 
product value for high assessors. We regard assessment orientation as a chronic 
predisposition in Study 1, because we sought to highlight differences among customers, so 
we measured them using an established regulatory mode scale (Kruglanski et al. 2000). We 
also test whether effort can explain the value-enhancing effects predicted in H1. 
Methods 
Forty-nine participants (23 women, Mage = 31.5 years, SD = 11.1), recruited from the 
general population sample of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, participated in this study for 
remuneration of US$0.50. According to a random assignment of the participants into one of 
two conditions, they either chose one movie from an assortment of 30 options on an online 
cinema ticket platform (large assortment condition) or considered a smaller set of 6 movies 
that represented a random selection of movies from the larger set. Both choice sets featured 
descriptions of the movie plots (20–40 words) and posters, obtained from the “upcoming 
movies” section of an Internet movie database (Appendix A), such that familiarity effects 
were unlikely to arise.  
After participants made their movie choice, we measured their perceptions of the 
assortment size as a manipulation check: “This assortment of movies gives me a lot of 
options (–1 = Strongly Disagree to –7 = Agree),” which we adopted with slight adjustments 
from Kahn and Wansink (2004). Next, to measure the dependent measure, the perceived 
value of the movie ticket, we followed Avnet and Higgins (2003) and asked participants how 
much they would be willing to spend for this ticket, were they to actually buy it (Appendix 
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B). To control for the alterative explanation, we also measured effort with a single, self-
reported item (“Please indicate how much effort was put into making this choice: 1 = Very 
much effort to 7 = Very little effort”; Kirmani 1990). Finally, with established regulatory 
mode scales, we measured assessment and locomotion orientations (12 self-reported items for 
each orientation; Kruglanski et al. 2000). These scales measure individual differences in 
locomotion (e.g., “I am a doer”;  = .84) or assessment (e.g., “I am a critical person”;  
= .87), according to the respondents’ level of agreement (1 = “Strongly disagree” to 6 = 
“Strongly agree”). As in previous studies (Kruglanski et al. 2000), the two scales were not 
correlated (r = -.06, n.s.). Finally, at the end of Study 1, participants answered some questions 
regarding their movie watching and purchase habits and standard demographic questions. 
The study concluded with a debriefing.  
Results 
Manipulation Check. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded the expected effect 
of the assortment size manipulation for perceived assortment size (F(1, 47) = 40.33, p < .001, 
n² = .46). Participants indicated that the large assortment condition offered a larger 
assortment (M = 5.90, SD = 1.01) than the small assortment condition (M = 3.56, SD = 1.58). 
Valuation. To test our central prediction, regarding the effect of the interaction 
between participants’ assessment orientations and assortment size, we used linear regression 
analysis. In the first step, the main effects of assessment (A) (Kruglanski et al. 2000) and the 
assortment size manipulation (B) (small = 0, large = 1), together with their interaction (A  
B), were entered into a linear regression analysis. The control variables were experience with 
renting movies (no = 0, yes = 1), purchase frequency (less than once a month = 0, more than 
once a month = 1), and cinema visit frequency (less than once a month = 0, more than once a 
WHEN	PLENTIFUL	PLATFORMS	PAY	OFF	 	 15	
	
	
month = 1), all of which might drive some variance in people’s reactions to movies. In a 
second step, we entered the main effect of effort investment. 
The results yielded a significant effect of cinema visit frequency (β = 2.58, p < .05). 
More pertinent to H1, the predicted two-way interaction between the assessment orientation 
and small versus large assortments was positive and significant (β = 4.14, p < .05). It 
remained significant even after we controlled, in the second step, for effort investment (β = 
4.44, p < .05).3 The two-way interaction effects suggest that, as predicted, participants with 
high assessment orientations in the large, rather than the small, assortment condition 
produced relatively higher perceptions of the value of the movie tickets (Figure 2). The 
vertical line marks the assessment orientation value at which the effect of large versus small 
assortments transitions from being non-significant to significant.  
Insert Figure 2 about here 
To illustrate the nature of these interaction effects, we applied a Johnson-Neymann (J-
N) technique, using the SPSS script from Hayes and Matthes (2009). Thus we could identify 
points in the range of assessment orientation at which the effect of large versus small 
assortments shifted from being significant to non-significant. The J-N technique specifies the 
value of a moderator at which the ratio of the moderated effect to its standard error is equal to 
the critical t-score (Hayes and Matthes 2009). The conditional effect of small versus large 
assortments on valuation transitioned from non-significance to significance at .54 (β = 3.71, 
SE = 1.84, t = 2.02, p = .05; 95% CI [.00, 7.42]). These findings provide support for H1 and 
not for the alternative, effort-based account. 
Study 2: Assessment Primes 
																																																								
3 The interaction also remained significant (β = 4.59, p < .05) when we controlled for locomotion (n.s.) and the 
interaction of locomotion with assortment size (n.s.).  
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 Study 1 shows that customers’ assessment orientations moderate the effect of large 
assortments, such that WTP increases when large assortments fit high assessment. Managers 
might want to leverage such effects even if they can’t segment customers, so in Study 2, we 
investigate whether the revealed increases in perceived product value also occur when 
assessment is primed rather than measured. Retesting H1 by using primes not only replicates 
our test of the hypothesized effect, using a different view of assessment orientation (i.e., state 
rather than trait), but it also offers practical implications regarding potential interventions that 
managers might adopt. We again controlled for effort as an alternative explanation in Study 2. 
However, rather than using the post hoc self-assessment measure from Study 1, we sought a 
more objective measure. In line with established research (Garbarino and Edell 1990), we use 
a proxy, measured as the time participants spend making their choice. 
Methods 
Eighty participants (57 women, Mage = 23.5 years, SD = 6.9), recruited from a 
research panel in the United States, received US$7 each. The study asked them to create their 
own frozen yogurt dessert, using an online platform on which we manipulated the assortment 
of available ingredients (Appendix C). In this 2  2 design, participants first received a 
random assignment to one of two conditions: the assessment prime or the control. We applied 
a well-established priming method, in which participants had to recall and write about their 
own prior assessment behaviors (e.g., “Think back to a time when you acted like a critical 
person”; Avnet and Higgins 2003). No prime appeared in the control condition. Following a 
short filler task, half of the participants received a random assignment to a large assortment, 
while the other half considered a small assortment. In both conditions, the choice process 
included three steps: choice of frozen yogurt flavor, selection of toppings, and choice of fruits. 
In the small assortment condition, participants had three options for each step; in the large 
assortment condition, they faced nine options each. For both conditions, we measured the 
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choice completion time in the background. Each option appeared along with a photo and 
short description. This was followed by a manipulation check and standard demographic 
measures. We checked the manipulation using the same method as in Study 1. Finally, we 
presented the measure for the dependent variable, product value, using a perceived value 
scale (1 = "Strongly disagree" to 7 = "Strongly agree"; Sweeney and Soutar 2001) that we 
adapted and shortened to fit the context ( = .82) (Appendix D).  
Results 
Manipulation Check. An ANOVA yielded the expected effect of the large assortment 
manipulation for perceived assortment size (F(1, 78) = 45.46, p < .001, n² = .37). As intended, 
the large assortment condition was perceived as larger (M = 5.90, SD = .82) than the small 
assortment condition (M = 4.18, SD = 1.41). 
Valuation. To test our prediction regarding the effect of the interaction between 
participants’ assessment orientations and assortment size, we used a 2 (small or large 
assortment)  2 (assessment or control) between-subjects ANOVA, with perceived value as 
the dependent variable. In the first step, we performed this analysis without covariates. In the 
second step, we entered choice completion time as a control variable. 
 The first-step results revealed a significant effect of assortment size (F(1, 76) = 4.52, 
p < .05, n² = .06). Participants in the large assortment condition assigned more value (M = 
5.86, SD = .70) to the dessert they created than did those presented with a small assortment 
(M = 5.53, SD = .80). This analysis also revealed a significant interaction effect of 
assortment size and assessment prime (F(1, 76) = 7.68, p < .01, n² = .09), which remained 
significant even after we controlled, in the second step, for choice completion time (F(1, 75) 
= 7.73, p < .01, n² = .09).  
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Pairwise comparisons demonstrated a clear difference in valuations between small 
and large assortments for the assessment prime group (p < .01), irrespective of whether we 
controlled for effort. As Figure 3 shows, participants in the assessment prime condition 
assigned more value to the frozen yogurt when customizing from a large assortment (M = 
6.14, SD = .54) than from a small one (M = 5.36, SD = .75). We found no significant 
difference in the control condition. Therefore, as predicted by the assessment fit hypothesis 
(H1), only participants in an assessment state indicated higher product value when choosing 
from a large assortment rather than from a small one. 
Insert Figure 3 about here 
Study 3: Value from Fit, Through Choice Engagement and Attitude Certainty 
 The preceding studies provide evidence of the value-enhancing effects of assortment–
assessment fit. They also show that these effects persist, even when we account for effort, 
which offers some confidence in the legitimacy of our theorizing. However, the process by 
which assortment–assessment fit affects value judgments remains to be tested. With Study 3, 
we therefore explore psychological mechanisms that might sequentially mediate increased 
valuation for chosen products: choice engagement (Higgins 2006; Higgins et al. 2003) and 
attitude certainty. We expect increased engagement in the choice when high assessment-
oriented respondents choose from large retail assortments, which should predict attitude 
certainty (Avnet, Laufer, and Higgins 2013; Cesario, Grant, and Higgins 2004), and in turn, 
attitude certainty should lead to increased WTP.  
Methods 
Eighty-one students (44 women, Mage = 22.5 years, SD = 1.6) from a Dutch university 
participated in return for course credit. We assigned approximately half of them to the large 
and half to the small assortment condition. Both conditions described a scenario in which 
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participants created their own cupcake, using an online food ordering platform. The process 
was identical to that in Study 2, except that the first choice involved the cupcake base instead 
of a frozen yogurt flavor. We avoided frozen yogurt because we conducted Study 3 in the 
winter. 
The manipulation check and dependent variable (product value) and order of 
measurement were the same as in Study 2 (α = .85; Sweeney and Soutar 2001; Appendix D). 
Next, for the first mediator, engagement in the choice, we used a modified, 14-item 
engagement scale (1 = “Not at all” to 7 = “Extremely”;  = .91; Bruner 2009; Appendix E). 
For the second mediator, attitude certainty, we relied on an established, 6-item measure (1 = 
“Strongly disagree” to 7 = “Strongly agree”;  = .91; Krosnick et al. 1993; Appendix F). To 
measure the locomotion ( = .79) and assessment ( = .61) orientations, we applied the 
scales from Study 1 (Kruglanski et al. 2000). The study concluded with demographic 
measures and a debriefing.  
Results 
Manipulation Check. An ANOVA yielded the expected effect of the large assortment 
manipulation for perceived assortment size (F(1, 79) = 15.10, p < .001, n² = .16). The large 
assortment condition was evaluated as a larger assortment (M = 5.61, SD = 1.50) than the 
small assortment condition (M = 4.30, SD = 1.54). 
Valuation and Choice Engagement. To test whether the interaction of participants’ 
assessment orientation and assortment size affects both value perceptions (H1) and 
engagement (H2), we conducted two linear regression analyses. The main effects of (A) 
assessment and (B) the assortment size manipulation (small = 0, large = 1) and the interaction 
between these variables (A  B) all were entered into a linear regression analysis for each 
dependent variable. Only the two-way interaction between assessment and small versus large 
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assortments reached significance for valuation (β = .74, p < .05) and engagement (β = .95, p 
< .05).4 To illustrate these interaction effects, we again applied the J-N technique (Hayes and 
Matthes 2009). For the value perceptions, the conditional effect of small versus large 
assortments transitioned from significance to non-significance at a centered assessment value 
of -1.03 (β = -.83, SE = .45, t = -1.99, p < .05, 95% CI [-1.65, .00]). For choice engagement, 
this conditional effect shifted from non-significance to significance at a centered assessment 
value of -.11 (β = -.43, SE = .21, t = -1.99, p < .05; 95% CI [-.85, .00]). These findings 
provide additional support for H1 and support H2. As we predicted, among participants with 
high assessment orientations, the large rather than the small assortment condition produced 
relatively higher value perceptions and engagement. Figure 4 shows these patterns. The 
vertical line marks the assessment orientation value at which the effect of large versus small 
assortments transitions from being significant to non-significant.  
Insert Figure 4 about here 
Test of Sequential Mediation. By predicting and testing for sequential mediation, we 
can detail the effects on the fit–value link that are attributable to engagement and attitude 
certainty (H3). Specifically, we test mediation pathways in which more than one mediator 
works sequentially rather than in parallel, using the bootstrapped mediated moderation 
analysis available in the PROCESS macro for SPSS (model 6; Hayes 2012). Table 1 contains 
the results of this analysis.  
First, we consider the results of three multiple regression models. Model 1 tests the 
main effects and interaction between assessment and assortment size (limited = 0, abundant = 
1) when choice engagement is the dependent variable. In Model 2, attitude certainty is the 
																																																								
4 The interactions remained significant for valuation (β =.74, p < .05) and choice engagement (β =.95, p < .05) 
even after we controlled for locomotion (valuation β =.69, p < .001; engagement n.s.), the interaction of 
locomotion with assortment size (n.s., n.s.), and the three-way interaction of locomotion, assessment, and 
assortment size (n.s., n.s.).	
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dependent variable, and we include both the independent variables from Model 1 and 
engagement as an added independent variable. In Model 3, we regressed perceived value on 
all variables from Model 2, in addition to attitude certainty. In support of H2, Model 1 shows 
a significant interaction effect on choice engagement (β = .95, p < .05). Model 2 indicates 
only a significant effect of the first mediator (choice engagement) on the second mediator 
(attitude certainty). According to Model 3, with choice engagement and attitude certainty 
together, the interaction effect of assessment and assortment size on value became non-
significant. The effects of choice engagement (β = .33, p < .001) and attitude certainty (β 
= .37, p < .01) on value perceptions were highly significant.  
Second, Table 1 contains the 95% bootstrapped CI for the three indirect paths through 
choice engagement only, attitude certainty only, and engagement and attitude certainty 
together. The CIs for the total indirect effect of assortment–assessment fit on perceived value 
did not include 0 [.09, .85], indicating mediation. The indirect effect of fit on perceived value 
through engagement reached significance (95% CI [.05, .73]), in support of H3a. The indirect 
effect of fit on perceived value through the sequential mediation of engagement and attitude 
certainty also was significant (95% CI [.01, .20]), in further support of H3a and H3b. Thus, 
the fit effect between assortment sizes and assessment orientation on perceived value can be 
explained by increased engagement, followed by attitude certainty. In contrast, the indirect 
effect of fit on perceived value through attitude certainty alone did not reach significance; it 
only mediated the assortment–assessment fit effect in connection with engagement. 
Insert Table 1 about here 
Study 4: Field Experiment 
With Study 4, we check the external validity of our findings. Specifically, to test 
whether the observed assortment–assessment fit effects generalize to actual customer product 
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selections, we conducted a field experiment on a real digital platform. Furthermore, we 
sought to address some limitations of Study 2. Lab-based priming studies such as Study 2 can 
be subject to hypothesis guessing. We designed Study 4 to reduce the likelihood of such 
guesses: We primed assessment using actual advertising banners on a digital retail platform. 
Methods 
Procedure. We manipulated the German-language advertising banners on the German 
website of a large European online retailer of over-the-counter medicine. The 55,583 
customers exposed to the banners saw either an assessment prime or a control version. The 
assessment banner explicitly invited visitors to focus on making the best decision, using a 
slogan, “Decide for the right medicine against a headache,” a text box with “Our best 
products for you,” and a picture of a woman comparing products online. The control group 
banner instead contained the neutral slogan “Sharp headaches?”, a text box with the words 
“Help with headaches,” and a picture of a woman holding her head (as if she has a headache). 
Only the 377 customers who clicked on one of these advertising banners were included in the 
analysis. Following the advertising link, customers saw one or two options for painkillers, 
such that participants in the single-option condition saw one of the randomly chosen choices 
in the two-option assortment. 
Measures. To measure our dependent variable, product selection, we recorded 
whether each customer selected a painkiller, either by clicking on the product or the “add-to-
cart” button. 
Pretest. To ensure the effectiveness of our manipulation, 50 participants (30 women, 
Mage = 26.9, SD = 8.5) with good command of the German language considered either the 
assessment prime or a control banner. For the pretest, we measured assessment orientation 
using a two-item situational assessment measure (α = .68), designed for this experiment (e.g., 
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“The ad encouraged me to think about which is the optimal product for me: 1 = Strongly 
disagree to 6 = Strongly agree”). The standard 12-item measure was deemed impractical, 
because it measures stable rather than situational differences in assessment orientation 
(Kruglanski et al. 2000). An ANOVA yielded the expected effect of the assessment prime 
manipulation for situational assessment (F(1, 48) = 4.44, p < .05, n² = .09). People in the 
assessment condition indicated higher situational assessment (M = 7.08, SD = 2.12) than 
those in the control condition (M = 5.73, SD = 2.39). 
Results 
 Product Selection. To test our central prediction, we entered the main effects of the 
assessment prime (A) (control = 0, prime = 1) and the assortment size manipulation (B) 
(smaller = 0, larger = 1) and their interaction (A  B) into a logistic regression analysis. We 
found a significant main effect of smaller versus larger assortments (β = .79, p < .01), such 
that customers were more likely to select a product presented in a two-option assortment 
rather than as a single option. This main effect was qualified, as predicted, by a significant 
interaction between assessment prime and assortment size (β = 1.50, p < .01). Customers in 
the control condition also were more likely to select a product from a larger rather than a 
smaller assortment (β = .79, SE = .30, Z = 2.67, p < .01, 95% CI [.21, 1.38]). For customers 
in the assessment prime condition, this effect strengthened significantly (β = 2.29, SE = .42, 
Z = 5.47, p < .001, 95% CI [1.47, 3.12]). While the assessment prime showed no significant 
effect in the single option condition, it did significantly increase selection likelihood in the 
two option condition (β = 1.10, SE = .33, Z = 3.35, p < .001, 95% CI [.46, 1.75]). Presenting 
customers in the two option condition with an assessment rather than control advertisements 
increased their likelihood of selection by 27%. In support of H1, we thus find that increases 
in assortment size heighten the selection likelihood more for customers in an assessment state. 
Figure 5 presents this finding graphically.	
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Insert Figure 5 about here 
General Discussion  
To date, prior literature has offered ambiguous findings regarding when, for whom, 
and why an assortment abundance might lead to higher or lower value perceptions for 
products among consumers. Empirical research has documented both positive and negative 
effects of large product assortments; meta-analyses even challenge the idea of any effect at 
all (Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2015; Scheibehenne, Greifeneder, and Todd 2010). 
Some progress has been made to address this ambiguity (Lenton, Fasolo and Todd 2008, 
Reutskaja and Hogarth 2009, Shah and Wolford 2007). Yet, few studies have explored 
individual differences, psychological states, or processes that might determine when larger 
retail assortments affect value perceptions (Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2010; 
Spassova and Isen 2013), we seek to contribute to this debate by showing how people’s 
underlying assessment orientations can help explain why they find products chosen from 
larger retail assortments more valuable, whereas others do not. Our findings lead us to 
speculate that a significant part of the variance in reactions to large assortments, as 
documented in prior studies, might result from such systematic but unaccounted for 
differences across customers. 
Recent studies that attempt to explain the negative effects of large assortments often 
embrace the idea that consumers have a general aversion to making comparisons (Chernev 
2003; Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2015; Shugan 1980; Xu, Jiang, and Dhar 2013) or 
that comparisons highlight the weaknesses of otherwise attractive options (Chan 2015). We 
take a different approach and thereby illustrate that the effect actually depends on consumers’ 
assessment orientations, or their motivation to pursue goals by engaging in comparisons and 
evaluations. As we discuss subsequently, our studies are limited in terms of the extensiveness 
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of the assortment sizes, but within these constraints, our reliable results suggest the need for a 
more nuanced perspective on the averseness of comparisons. In particular, large assortments 
can be engaging and increase perceptions of the value of products chosen from among them, 
particularly if people have a strong motive to compare and evaluate all their options. Four 
related studies provide consistent evidence of this effect, and we also affirm some underlying 
psychological processes. 
Specifically, with Study 1 we show that expanding the assortments offered to high 
assessors can increase their WTP, whereas these effects cannot be explained by heightened 
effort. Study 2 provides complementary evidence that priming an assessment orientation also 
increases value perceptions of products from large assortments. With Study 3, we determine 
that digital platforms that seek to increase customer engagement can profit from assortment–
assessment fit and that larger assortments lead to greater engagement and attitude certainty 
(rather than effort) among high assessors. Finally, in Study 4 we apply the observed 
assortment–assessment fit effect to an actual customer setting and use conventional 
advertising tools to induce assessment. 
Implications for Managers 
Certain customers have a clear preference for products chosen from larger 
assortments because they are predisposed toward a high assessment orientation. The benefit 
of creating regulatory fit between a customer’s motivation to compare and the assortment size 
ultimately influences their inclination to spend money, a finding with implications for 
segmentation and targeting. When developing a segmentation strategy, market researchers 
might determine which segments are characterized by high assessment orientations, because 
these prototypical customers will be best served with large assortments. Dynamic website 
tools provide vast opportunities for companies to fine-tune their digital offerings in 
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accordance with consumer preferences. Thus, companies like Amazon and Netflix could 
adjust the breadth and depth of their assortment, much like they tailor product 
recommendations to customer tastes. Moreover, consumers’ heterogeneous assessment 
orientations are relevant to platforms that offer limited assortments, which is critical for 
smaller platforms, such as local restaurants trying to compete with large national 
intermediaries (Edelman 2014). For these platforms, a niche strategy with a limited 
assortment can create regulatory fit with low assessors, who also are willing to pay more for 
products they have selected from a smaller assortment.  
 If retailers struggle to identify their customers’ assessment orientation, they can 
induce this motivation effectively through marketing communications. Then they can match 
their communication frames with the assortment size to induce further regulatory fit. The 
outcomes should include heightened value perceptions, and a greater likelihood of product 
selection. For example, a prime that displays a person actively engaged in making product 
comparisons (as in the banner advertisement in Study 4) creates an assessment orientation. 
Our field study shows a 27% increase in product selection as a result of such a banner ad. An 
assessment motivation also can be primed through comparative advertising (Pierro et al. 
2013a); digital platforms such as Seamless already use this communication tactic to highlight 
the comparative benefits of their platforms.  
 Finally, customer attitude certainty helps translate regulatory fit into higher payment 
intentions. Therefore, managers should deploy tactics to increase their customers’ attitude 
certainty. They have several options for doing so. For example, they might present consistent 
reviews, signaling positive appreciation of the product (or lack thereof) (Rucker et al. 2014). 
Another method could provide information about what choice other customers have made in 
a similar situation (e.g., “80% of customers searching for a funny movie picked this title”). 
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Limitations and Further Research 
 We focus on engagement, together with attitude certainty, to explain the perceived 
value that results from fit. Avnet, Laufer, and Higgins (2013) argue that the main impetus 
underlying this regulatory fit conceptualization is people’s confidence in their judgments, 
though they also demonstrate that regulatory fit can produce perceptions of value by causing 
consumers to “feel good” about a particular product. This alternative pathway to value relies 
on the view that people use their feelings as information. Further research therefore might 
conduct follow-up studies to compare the predictive ability of both pathways and identify any 
boundary conditions in relation to product choice or assortment size on digital platforms. 
We also considered only specific kinds of products. Ratchford (1987) argues that 
products can be classified according to whether their purchase invokes cognitive or affective 
information processing modes. With the exception of Study 4, we investigated products that 
require mostly affective processing (e.g., movies, desserts). The results might differ for 
products that spark cognitive processing, especially because the choice of products that 
involve predominantly cognitive processing might place consumers in a temporary 
assessment state. Following this line of reasoning could help clarify why choice overload 
effects tend to appear in studies featuring products that require affective processing 
(Ratchford 1987), such as wine (Scheibehenne 2008), but more-is-better effects instead 
emerge for more cognitive products, such as sunscreen (Soellner and Newell 2008, cited in 
Scheibehenne et al. 2010). In addition to their requirement for affective processing, the 
products we investigate mostly provide short-term benefits. Thus, it is unclear whether our 
results generalize to products with long-term benefits, such as retirement plans, which have 
been shown to be closely associated with assessment motivations (Mannetti et al. 2009). In 
this sense, we acknowledge the possibility of a ceiling effect for assessment orientation. 
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Additional research is needed to detail the relationship among product types, assessment 
orientation, and product valuation.  
Finally, extensive literature shows that with a growing assortment size, the costs of 
choosing from a large assortment rise faster than the benefits, resulting in an inverted U-
shaped relationship between assortment size and choice satisfaction (Lenton, Fasolo, and 
Todd 2008; Reutskaja and Hogarth 2009; Shah and Wolford 2007). Some assortments might 
be so large that all customers experience choice overload; others might be so limited that 
virtually all customers would prefer a larger assortment. Study 4 provides preliminary 
evidence in support of this idea, by revealing the significant interaction effect between 
assessment and assortment size, as well as a positive main effect of assortment size, such that 
a set of two options invokes higher valuations than a set of just one option. An inverted U-
shaped relationship thus might arise between assortment size and choice satisfaction, with an 
optimal point that varies according to the customer’s assessment orientation. Further research 
is needed to test this expectation. 
Conclusion 
 Digital retail platforms aim to present customers with ever-increasing assortments of 
offerings. Yet it is not clear when, for whom, or how comparing a vast variety of options on a 
plentiful platform is engaging or value enhancing. We provide some evidence in support of 
the theory that customers with high assessment orientations value products more when they 
choose those products from a large assortment. This effect holds whether assessment 
orientation is a stable trait (Studies 1 and 3) or temporary state (Study 2 and 4), and it 
generalizes to actual customer behavior on real retail platforms (Study 4). This effect of the 
fit between assortment size and assessment orientation is driven by heightened engagement in 
the choice process and attitude certainty (Study 3). Our findings thus offer specific, practical 
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suggestions for digital platform managers and extend extant research on the effects of 
assortment size and product comparisons.	 	
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Table 1 
Assortment–assessment fit effect on valuation and mediation by engagement and attitude 
certainty 
 
DV= Choice Engagement   Model 1    
 β SE t p 
Constant 4.43 .15 28.64 .00 
Assortment size  -.32 .21 -1.54 .13 
Assessment -.31 .25 -1.24 .22 
Assortment size  Assessment -.95 .40 2.37 .02 
DV = Attitude Certainty Model 2   
 β SE t p 
Constant 2.42 .36 6.71 .00 
Choice Engagement  .20 .08 2.56 .01 
Assortment size .06 .15 .38 .71 
Assessment -.05 .17 .28 .78 
Assortment size  Assessment .14 .28 .49 .63 
DV = Valuation Model 3   
 β SE t P 
Constant 2.51 .51 4.95 .00 
Choice Engagement  .33 .09 3.66 .00 
Attitude Certainty .37 .13 2.92 .00 
Assortment size .05 .16 .32 .75 
Assessment -.16 .20 -.84 .40 
Assortment size  Assessment .30 .32 .96 .34 
 Bootstrapping: Indirect effects 
 Effect SE L95 U95 
Total .43 .1942 .8488 
Fit  Engagement  Value .31 .1590 .7307 
Fit  Attitude certainty  Value .05 .1286 .3468 
Fit  Engagement  Attitude certainty  Value .07 .0481 .2038 
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Figure 1. Effect of Assortment Size on Valuation, Moderated by Assessment Orientation, 
Mediated by Engagement and Attitude Certainty  
 
Figure 2. Valuation (US$) as a Function of Assessment Orientation and Assortments Size 
(Study 1)  
 
Figure 3. Valuation as a Function of Assessment Priming and Assortment Size (Study 2)   
Figure 4. Valuation as a Function of Assessment Orientations and Assortment Size (Study 3)  
Figure 5. Selection Likelihood as a Function of Assessment Priming and Assortment Size 
(Study 4)  
 
